It is now well established that work life balance should not only be regarded as a fundamental employment right, but also as an important element for the achievement of other EU policies and is key to promote women's activation in the labour market. For this purpose, European institutions (namely the Commission and the European Parliament) set about implanting a set of policies and legislative measures between the late 1990s and 2008. The onset of the sovereign debt crisis in 2008 and the associated austerity measures have posed a serious challenged to realisation of the Lisbon Agenda to establish a comprehensive framework for the reconciliation of work and family life. Crisis has provided an opportunity for ideologically driven cuts aimed at retrenching the Europe social model. The debates at the national and European level seemingly ignored the gendered nature of this policy shift, thus reasserting the centrality of hegemonic gender norms across Europe. This article seeks to assess the extent of the impact of the recession and of the austerity measure that were introduced as a mean to address the challenges of economic crisis on work life balance policies.
Introduction
The European Union's commitment to equality between men and women has become one of the most important foundational narratives of this organisation (MacRae, This article looks at the impact of the crisis on initiatives aimed at supporting women's access to the labour market. In this respect, it starts from the assumption that economic crises, and associated government responses, are deeply gendered. It therefore seeks to assess the extent to which austerity has undermined work-life balance policies in Europe. In particular, it looks to establish whether the economic crisis has had an impact on European institutions' commitment to the reconciliation agenda that defined much of their work and was consolidated in the Lisbon Strategy This article will provide an overview of the impact of the crisis on achieving the ambitions of the reconciliation agenda. Specifically, it will start by outlining how and whether economic crises are gendered. This analysis will assess the impact of gender ideologies on shaping institutional approaches to the crisis. Assumptions about which services are core and which ones can be cut at times of financial crisis is based on assumptions about the role of the state as a provider of social welfare. Gender divisions of labour in the private sphere, however, determine who is available to step in and fulfil those functions. It therefore follows that reconciliation policies, primarily aimed at women's activation, are likely to become dispensable in the context of crisis, as they are likely to be seen as expensive "luxuries". This will in turn provide important insights into the resilience of women's participation in the labour market.
The Context: Gendering austerity
This article supports wider arguments about how austerity has served to reinstate a socially conservative gender ideology that challenges the newly established adult worker model (Karamessini 2014 , Walby 2009 . From this perspective, the deeply gendered nature of austerity politics and associated policy agenda, have led to a retrenchment of equality and social justice as policy priorities. The widespread impact of Europe wide cuts on working women/mothers could and should have been predicted -for instance by carrying out gender impact assessments -but a detailed analysis of the cost of inequality has been largely superseded by what are deemed to be "higher" political priorities. Ultimately, this article reveals that behind a veneer of neutrality, reconciliation policies' focus on enabling women's access to employment in the official labour market allowed for the marginalisation of this policy area during the crisis. Widespread national welfare cuts coupled with re-emerging social conservatism, lack of affordable childcare provisions, and a popular press that largely opposes maternal employment are penalising women/mothers engaged in the official labour market (Anon 2008; Associated Press 2014) . The data on maternal underemployment is particularly worrying as it crystallises gendered norms of dominant economic structures and discourses (Eurostat 2015 , Eurostat 2014 ).
The highly volatile nature of the European economic climate over the last five years has led an increasing number of states to take drastic measures to cut government spending in an attempt to curb the sovereign debt crisis. The perceived nature of the current crisis has led most European governments to adopt increasingly draconian measures justified by the exceptional nature of recent and unfolding events. The financial viability of hard won rights, such as maternity leave, is starting to be challenged (Rock & Boffey 2011) . The political economy of austerity is thus not just gendered, it is actively undermining core arguments about the economic value of equality, to say nothing of gender justice.
The current environment is particularly concerning in relation to the position of working mothers. The International Labour Organisation (2012) reported on the impact of austerity on the public sector in Europe, highlighting how the cuts have inevitably had a detrimental impact on women's employment rates. Moreover, working mothers are identified as a category of workers particularly badly affected by these policies. Considering that historically the public sector has played a key role in providing employment for women and, as a group, they are highly dependent on public services in order to participate in the labour market, it follows that changes in public sector funding will affect women's ability to participate in paid work both as employees and as consumers of services (International Labour Organisation 2012; Rubery 2014).
Ideological contestations: reconciliation policies in the context of austerity
It is now well established that work life balance should not only be regarded as key to achieving women's labour labour market activation For this purpose, it is acknowledged that between the 1990s and 2008 a set of policies and legislative measures aimed at enabling work-life balance has been steadily implemented (Gregory & Milner 2009; Gregory et al. 2013) . The onset of the sovereign debt crisis in 2008 and the associated austerity measures provided an opportunity for ideologically driven cuts aimed at retrenching the welfare state across Europe.
Benefits directly targeting women's access to the employment market have been amongst the first to be cut, justified on the basis that the family was going to be required to take on a greater role in delivering welfare provisions. The debates at the national and European level seemingly ignored the gendered nature of this policy shift, thus reasserting the centrality of hegemonic gender norms across Europe (Karamessini & Rubery 2014) .
Understanding the interaction between mothering, caring and division of labour is key in the analysis of gender regimes. The transition from the male breadwinner model to the adult worker model has been predicated on a shift in employment-care balance.
Much of the published work on gender models and women's employment has tried to come to terms with how socio-economic structures accommodate women's participation in the official labour market. Activation policies that sought to increase women's opportunities for engaging with paid employment were seen as key to challenge gender hierarchies in the private sphere (Annesley 2007; Lewis 2001; Warren 2007) . At the heart of this discussion are questions relating to ideologies of gender, which ultimately rest upon assumptions about the relationship between mothering, caring, paid work/employment and the state.
Within this wider socio-cultural and political context, maternal activation has been framed as a tool in the hands of policy makers for the resolution of higher political priorities, such as skills shortages and demographic transitions (e,g. ageing population). This functional approach to women's activation and equality of opportunities is indicative of a failure of mainstreaming to generate a genuine commitment to substantive equality and challenging hegemonic gender norms. The context of the cuts and austerity should therefore not be seen as a paradigm shift in policy direction, but merely as a platform for the legitimisation of a gender ideologies based on traditional power hierarchies. It is worth going over the core assumptions that can be deployed to justify a shift in policy focus and trajectory in the context of austerity that support traditional gender norms and would therefore work against women's activation in labour market. First of all, it is important to note that this is a highly contentious issue as it brings the family into the political sphere making it the subject of debate and policy action. Secondly, it challenges deeply rooted beliefs about gender structures and divisions of labour.
Finally, it raises important questions about social norms and change. Ultimately, the way that the media chooses to report these stories shapes our understanding of women's role in society and so the "mother war" goes on.
Gender, Integration and Governance: a complex and uneasy relationships
Undoubtedly, the EU has been a positive force in promoting women's employment rights. Walby (2004) went as far as defining it a gender regime and a gender actor.
Looking at how the principle of equality has developed over the last 50plus years of European integration provides useful insights into the opportunities and pitfalls of an approach to equality that is essentially premised on the acceptance of the neo-liberal paradigm. It has provided a safety net that safeguards women's access and position in the official labour market. It is important to recognise the achievements of this organisation, and many of the people working within its institutions, in promoting a women friendly policy agenda.
The achievements of the last fifty years should not be taken for granted. The Eurocrisis and associated politics of austerity highlight the fragile nature of these gains. Austerity is a deeply gendered approach to crisis management. Many of the cuts enacted by European governments over the last few years affect social and welfare services that often enable women to participate in the official labour market.
The discourse of crisis is increasingly seen as in conflict with the rights and social cohesion agenda. Part of the problem is that many of the (hard won) rights now entrenched within European and national law focus on promoting a framework for access to the labour market. At these particularly difficult economic times, it is therefore all the more important that European institutions hold the ground on gender equality, even if their stance is biased in favour of formal (rather than substantive) equality.
The EU has been a key actor in promoting women's role in the official labour market. (2006) has argued that in order to understand the intended and unintended consequences of social policies in shaping gender hierarchies we have to understand how these policies are framed. Equal opportunity policies are one of the most widely developed area of EU social policy action, however, for Lewis (2006) 'it is difficult to find evidence to support its independent existence' (p.424). The history of the European equality agenda points to a functional logic that justified its development (Guerrina 2005 , Kantola 2010 , Lewis 2006 . At the point that the principle of equal pay was introduced in the Treaty of Rome to avoid social dumping, a degree of path dependency defined the ensuing development and Europeanisation of equal opportunities policies. The ideologically bounded way in which the principle came to be included in the process limited the scope of the policies and defined the highly commodified nature of the European gender regime.
In the same way that equality of opportunities was introduced to ensure fair competition in the Single Market, so reconciliation policies served a higher policy agenda, e.g. as a way of tacking concerns about declining birth rates and ageing population (Guerrina 2008) . The overlapping discourses of activation and competitiveness underpin this process. Much of the work on women's employment rights and European social policy highlights how it is economic imperatives, rather than the logic of social justice, that underpin many of the developments in the policy field.
The focus on activation and participation in the labour market as a vehicle for equality throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, however, masks wider social inequalities. As long as equality is framed in terms of economic gains and market competitiveness it will remain at the service of higher economic and political imperatives. The additional challenge posed by demographic trends, adds a sense of urgency to the need to address the structural impediments to women's activation, rather than the root causes underpinning the individual choices about family structures. 'To the extent that these matters are discussed, they are framed no longer as a matter of equality policy but as a matter of active labour market policy or an effort to "render the family more The recent financial crisis, however, caused a paradigm shift in European rhetoric.
Legitimacy for the process of European integration is no longer derived from promoting social and economic cohesion, but from financial stability. Changing policy priorities and increasing focus on the long term success of fiscal and monetary objectives have led to a decline in interest in demographic trends, women's activation and equality. This highlights the inherent danger of the strategy adopted by the Commission for promoting equality. At the point at which equality no longer benefits higher economic priorities, it becomes acceptable collateral damage. This is where the political economy of austerity will prove to be a critical juncture for substantive equality in Europe.
Promoting the Adult Worker Model in Europe: Challenging the dominant gender order?
The European Union has been a key actor in promoting women's role in the official 
Policy Objectives Activation measures
Lisbon Agenda 60% Female employment Barcelona Targets 90% children aged 3 to school age in formal childcare 33% children under 3 in formal childcare Table 1 : Lisbon Agenda/EES targets and activation measures Garofalo and Marra (2007) seek to untangle the relationship between paid and care work as understood through the prism of de-commodification. They seek to challenge the assumption that an increase in women's (i.e. working mothers) participation in the labour market has to lead to greater marketisation of care functions.
The work-life reconciliation policy approach consists then of providing financial resources, technical assistance, and services in kind to both individuals and households. The aim is to fill the specifically diagnosed socioeconomic or psychological gap, which would hinder the attainment of the socially desirable balance between production and social reproduction (Garofalo and Marra 2007, p. 14) .
Their analysis seeks to account for cognitive and affective variables shaping women's choices (whether real or presumed) about care and paid work. This analysis leads them to a potentially surprising conclusion: reconciliation policies engender conflict within the family due to the constant negotiation for finding a balance between responsibilities entrenched within both roles (caring and employment) (Garofalo and Marra, 2007) .
The main problem identified by much of the literature relates to the language of reconciliation. Largely presented in gender neutral terms, policies aimed at increasing work-life balance are directly aimed at women/working mothers. The drivers for the policies, i.e. competitiveness and demographic renewal, further highlight the economic imperatives of European social policy and gender politics. Garofalo and Marra (2007, p.18) point out the idiosyncratic nature of this policy agenda that does not, and cannot, change patterns of unpaid care work in the private sphere, as long as gender divisions remain unaltered. The impact of this shift is clear when unpacked through the lenses of the breadwinner model: "the hours of women's work remain unspecified, and in many Western European countries a modified male breadwinner model -that is, a one-and-a-half-earner model -has become the norm" (Lewis 2006, pp.425-6) . This is a shift in terms of employment patterns, but not a change in terms of the power hierarchies that arise from the unequal distribution of paid and unpaid work in the family unit.
The focus on activation and participation in the labour market as a vehicle for equality throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, however, masks wider social inequalities. As long as equality is framed in terms of economic gains and market competitiveness it will remain at the service of higher economic and political imperatives. The additional challenge posed by demographic trends, adds a sense of urgency to address the structural impediments to women's activation, rather than the root causes underpinning individual choices about family structures. As Locher and Prugl (2008) explain, 'To the extent that these matters are discussed, they are framed no longer as a matter of equality policy but as a matter of active labour market policy or an effort to It is interesting to note that although women appear as target group for activation policies, the focus of the strategy moves away from addressing structural barriers to women's labour market participation. No mention is made of the impact of austerity on the provision of key services that enable women to reconcile work and family life (European Commission 2014).
The European Commission's (2014) own assessment of its progress at the mid-way point of this programme highlights the impact of the crisis on meeting the employment targets. What is important to note is that any analysis of women's employment is missing altogether from the Report. This silence is significant as it highlights the impact of the crisis on long standing commitments by the EU for women's activation. Ultimately, this is a change from the Commission's focus over the last twenty years, whereby women's activation now appears to be less of a priority as it seeks to put in place measures to stabilize the overall employment rate in Europe (European Commission 2014).
The narrative of crisis has made it easier to shift the policy focus from reconciliation and high quality employment for women to total employment figures. The
Commission's Experts Report (Bettio et al., 2012) highlights the impact of the crisis on un-paid work. The report specifically highlights how the crisis generated a backward step in gender divisions of labour in relation to care and family responsibilities:
Overall, these findings offer some evidence that the gender gap in the allocation of unpaid work may have widened during the recession in countries where disparities in housework and care between men and women are especially pronounced (Bettio et al. 2012) Retrenchment in the provision of key services (e.g. childcare) that facilitate women's participation in the official labour market has been one of the main outcomes of austerity politics in Europe over the last seven years. Pushback towards women fulfilling the social function of care in the private sphere and an accentuation of the double burden are some of the most significant outcomes of the crisis (European Women's Lobby, 2012) . This is likely to undermine progress towards substantive equality enabled by the development of a comprehensive framework for reconciliation between work and family life in the 1990s and 2000s.
Conclusions
The financial crisis of the last five years caused a paradigm shift in European rhetoric.
Changing policy priorities and increasing focus on the long term success of the Single
Currency have led to a decline in interest in demographic trends, women's activation and equality. This highlights the inherent danger of the strategy adopted by the Commission for promoting equality. At the point at which equality no longer benefits higher economic priorities, it becomes acceptable collateral damage. This is where the political economy of austerity will prove to be a critical juncture for substantive equality in Europe.
What emerges from the analysis presented above is that policies for reconciliation between work and family life, and by extension working mothers, have fallen victim to higher political and economic priorities. In a way political discourse has made working mothers acceptable collateral damage, particularly as falling back into traditional gender structures and divisions of labour allows governments to carry out substantial cuts to social and welfare services. What seems clear is that European governments have capitalised on women's roles in the private sphere to push through a comprehensive reform agenda of the European social model.
